Strongyloides stercoralis: identification of a protease that facilitates penetration of skin by the infective larvae.
Host invasion and tissue migration of several helminths have been linked to the expression and release of parasite-derived proteases. One of the most remarkable examples of tissue migration is that of larvae of the nematode parasite Strongyloides stercoralis, which can move through tissue at speeds of up to 10 cm per hour. We have shown the Strongyloides L3 larvae secrete a potent histolytic metalloprotease to facilitate their rapid migration. This protease has elastase activity and catalyzes the degradation of a model of dermal extracellular matrix. The importance of this enzyme in the pathogenesis of strongyloidiasis is underscored by the observation that invasion by larvae of skin in vitro is prevented by metalloprotease inhibitors. These results substantiate the role of proteases as virulence factors in strongyloidiasis, as well as other related parasitic infections, and suggest new approaches to therapy.